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suited	 research	 approach	 –	 either	 qualitative,	 quantitative,	 or	 a	 mixture	 between	 them	 –	 with	 their	
corresponding	subset	of	data	collection	and	analysis	techniques.	This	paper	aims	to	examine	extant	doctoral	
research	 in	 business	 over	 a	 ten-year	 period	 within	 the	 Irish	 academic	 community	 to	 ascertain	 prominent	
methodological	practices,	recent	trends,	and	the	philosophical	underpinnings	surrounding	the	choices	made.	A	













The	 goal	 of	 business	 research	 is	 to	 provide	 systematic	 inquiry	 which	 can	 provide	 answers	 that	 will	 allow	
organisations	to	solve	both	seen	and	unforeseen	problems	(Saunders	et	al.	2012;	Blumberg	et	al.	2011;	Denzin	
&	 Lincoln	2011).	Research	 into	 these	problems	 is	 a	 requirement	 so	as	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	existing	 stock	of	
knowledge	 (Kothari	 2004).	 Hence,	 the	 PhD	 researcher	 provides	 answers	 across	 the	 continuum	 of	 research,	
adding	 value	 to	 the	 stock	 of	 knowledge	 within	 academic	 and	 practitioner	 areas	 of	 interest.	 Quantitative,	
qualitative	and	mixed	methodologies	are	the	three	most	common	approaches	to	answering	the	questions	posed	
by	business	research.	The	researcher	 is	required	to	address	a	series	of	 ‘what?’,	 ‘why?’,	and	 ‘how?’	questions	
before	deciding	on	their	methodological	choice	(Bryman	&	Bell	2007).	The	purpose	of	this	paper	is	to	analyse	
the	approaches	used	by	doctoral	researchers	over	the	past	ten	years	within	the	business	schools	of	five	different	
Third-level	 institutions	 in	 Ireland.	A	period	of	10	years	has	been	chosen	since	during	this	period	a	significant	
increase	 in	 PhD	 research	 productivity	 has	 taken	 place	 and	 hence	 this	 period	 would	 provide	 an	 interesting	








































































































































lead	 them	 to	 seek	out	knowledge	 to	achieve	 their	wishes	 (Allen	&	Varga	2007).	 There	are	 two	perspectives	
correlated	to	ontology:	objectivism	and	subjectivism.	Objectivists	view	the	world	as	being	separate	or	external	
to	 the	 social	 actors	 (Saunders	 et	 al.	 2012)	 and	 that	 the	world	 predates	 individuals	 (Holden	&	 Lynch	 2004).	
Objectivism	envisages	the	phenomenon	under	investigation	as	tangible	and	measurable.	Since	the	researcher	is	







the	 world	 around	 in	 which	 social	 actors	 engage	 in	 phenomena	 is	 formed	 by	 socially	 constructed	 events.	
Therefore,	 from	a	 research	perspective,	 the	 interpretation	of	human	affairs	has	 fundamental	 implications	 in	







use	knowledge	 that	 are	deemed	 to	be	acceptable	and	valid	 (Wahyuni	2012).	According	 to	extant	 literature,	
epistemology	 comprises	 differing,	 and	 sometimes	 complimentary,	 philosophies	 such	 as	 Positivism,		




knowledge	 by	 developing	 an	 understanding	 of	 phenomena	 through	 deep-level	 investigation	 and	 analysis	 of	
those	phenomena.	It	does	not	claim	generalisability	of	outcomes,	but	rather	provides	results	that	are	limited	to	
a	certain	context.	Finally,	the	realist	stance	ascertains	that	scientific	theories	give	a	literally	true	account	of	the	










Research	 methodology	 consists	 of	 a	 road	 map	 which	 highlights	 the	 rules	 and	 postulates	 methods	 that	
researchers	employ	to	render	their	work	open	to	analysis,	critique,	replication,	repetition,	and/or	adaptation	








and	 quantitative	 is	 evident	 in	 that	 the	 characteristics	 of	 quantitative	 (or	 scientific)	 methodology	 is	 one	 of	
formality	 and	 emphasises	 rigour	 based	 on	 mathematical	 tools,	 whereas	 qualitative	 methodologies	 display	
characteristics	of	insight	based	on	intuition	and	tend	to	rely	on	textual	and	descriptive	data	(Walle	1997).	A	final	
distinction	 is	made	 between	methodology	 and	methods.	Wherein	 there	may	 be	 confusion	 in	 the	 choice	 of	














Johnson	 &	 Onwuegbuzie	 2004;	 Sale	 et	 al.	 2002).	 Hence,	 pragmatists	 researchers	 can	 have	 a	 mixture	 of	
philosophical	positions	 (Onwuegbuzie	et	al.	 2009).	 In	 that,	pragmatists	believe	 it	natural	 to	use	quantitative	







In	 the	 business	 context,	 quantitative	 methodology	 (or	 scientific	 methodology)	 has	 been	 described	 as	 the	
traditional	focus	of	social	research.	Which	applies	a	natural	science	approach	(Johnson	&	Onwuegbuzie	2004).	
As	 such	 quantitative	 (and	 indeed	 qualitative)	methodologies	 are	 predominantly	 based	 on	 the	 philosophical	
assumptions	of	the	researcher.	With	ontological	realism,	positivist	epistemological	stances;	with	determinism	
driving	the	final	answers	to	reality	and	the	social	phenomena	(Cole	et	al.	2011;	Bryman	1984;	Holden	&	Lynch	




are	used	 to	develop	and	 then	 test	new	models,	 or	 (2)	Empirical-quantitative	primary	data,	 collected	by	 the	
researcher	(Chatha	et	al.	2015).	Quantitative	analysis	enables	the	researcher	to	gain	a	statistical	representation	
of	 the	 phenomena,	 since	 “reliability	 and	 validity	 are	 tools	 of	 an	 essentially	 positivist	 epistemology”	 (Nahid	










































involve	 the	 use	 of	 both	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 methods	 within	 the	 same	 framework.	 It	 can	 occur	









method	 approach	 can	 holistically	 answer	 many	 research	 questions.	 Therefore,	 through	 ‘multiple	









study.	 They	 included	 four	 universities	 and	 one	 institute	 of	 technology,	 namely	 Trinity	 College	Dublin	 (TCD),	
University	College	Dublin	 (UCD),	Dublin	City	University	 (DCU),	University	of	 Limerick	 (UL),	 and	 finally,	Dublin	
Institute	of	Technology	(DIT)	-	where	the	authors	are	based.	The	other	four	institutions	were	located	within	10	
kilometres	 from	 DIT,	 which	 facilitated	 access	 to	 their	 individual	 libraries	 if	 on-line	 repositories	 were	 not	
sufficient.	Access	was	achieved	by	gaining	entry	to	academic	open	access	domains	and/or	going	directly	to	the	




















to	 capture	 data	 such	 as:	 Authors’	 name,	 title	 of	 the	 work,	 research	 objective,	 paradigm	 used,	 ontological	
viewpoint,	epistemological	viewpoint,	methodology,	general	sample	size,	and	methods	of	data	collection,	data	













Institution	 DIT	 UCD	 DCU	 UL	 TCD	 Total	
Qualitative	 9	 6	 6	 3	 7	 31	
Quantitative	 4	 12	 7	 10	 11	 44	
Mixed	 10	 12	 11	 8	 4	 45	
Total	 23	 30	 24	 21	 22	 120	
	
Initial	 findings	 reveal	 that	 the	mixed	methods	 approach	 is	marginally	 greater	 than	 that	 of	 quantitative	 and	
qualitative	within	Irish	PhD	research.	In	that,	mixed	methods	were	the	most	widely	used	comprising	38	percent	



























TCD	 is	 leading	 Irish	 institutions	 in	quantitative	studies	 followed	by	UL	 in	 the	business	 field.	TCD	also	has	 the	
lowest	proportion	of	mixed	methods	adoption	comparatively	to	the	other	 institutions	studied.	This	 indicates	
























An	 interesting	observation	 is	noted	whereby	within	8	of	 the	dissertation	 relating	 to	 finance	and/or	 financial	
markets	there	was	no	mention	of	the	researcher’s	philosophical	underpinnings	and/or	any	reflection	on	their	





to	 the	 research	question	 is	 found	 to	be	 just,	 valid	 and	 sustains	 rigour	 and	 validation	 then	 the	methodology	
chosen	is	therefore	justified.	Researchers	must	not	lose	sight	of	the	title	Doctorate	of	Philosophy	and	should	be	
encouraged	to	develop	a	deep	understanding	of	the	ontology	and	epistemology	which	has	 led	them	to	their	
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Appendix	–	Higher	Educational	Repository	Information	
	
1. Dublin	Institute	of	Technology	uses	an	on-line	award	winning	repository	called	Arrow.	It	is	an	open	
portal	and	can	be	accessed	from	outside	the	institution.	
	
2. University	College	Dublin	has	its	own	repository	called	‘Research	Repository	UCD’.	However,	they	do	
not	hold	onto	PhD	doctoral	dissertations.	As	such	only	hard	copies	could	be	retrieved	for	analysis.	
	
3. Dublin	City	University	has	developed	the	DORAS	database,	which	can	be	accessed	using	a	
student/researcher	identification	and	password.	Access	was	granted	by	a	fellow	researcher.		
	
4. University	of	Limerick	was	accessed	by	using	a	portal	called	RIAN	-	RIAN	is	an	on-line	Irish	portal	with	
the	aim	of	gathering,	in	one	on-line	location,	the	contents	of	Irish	higher	education	repositories	to	
	
	
facilitate	easy	access	for	researchers	and	practitioners	wishing	to	avail	of	past	research	
documentation.	
	
5. Trinity	College	Dublin	was	accessed	on-site	by	means	of	their	repository	known	as	TARA	(Trinity’s	
Access	to	Research	Archive)	
	
